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Introduction 

Although Catholic doctrine very quickly reacted to the weak points of revolutionary 
socialism (and its various manifestations), nobody could have suspected that on the eve 
of World War I socialism would have grown to become its main adversary. According 
as socialism as a mass movement won support everywhere in Europe from the 1850s 
on, the social action of some Catholic pioneers in the first half of the nineteenth century 
gradually segued into an organized anti-socialist propaganda and action machine. 
However, behind the heavily rhetorical caricature of socialism, the reality was much 
more complex and ambiguous with internal Catholic conflicts coexisting with shared 
interests and cautious cooperation with socialists. Without claiming to be 
comprehensive, this paper briefly and sketchily examines how the doctrine of the 
Roman Catholic Church and Catholic social action in Europe related to socialism up 
until the First World War. Aside from occasional consultation of the sources, we have 
relied on a wide-ranging investigation of the literature. In Germany much attention has 
been devoted to Catholic ‘Sozialismuskritik' in the German-speaking territories in the 

nineteenth century.1 In France, too, there has been some scholarly attention.2 The same 
cannot be said of countries like Italy and Belgium, but here, of course, the extensive 
literature on European (social) Catholicism, its main players and networks is extremely 
useful.3  In addition, an attempt is also made to examine the predominantly Protestant 
United Kingdom, where Catholic Ireland was the odd man out and makes for an 
interesting case.4 
 
The paper consists of two major parts: 

1. Doctrine: an overview of the statements of the Magisterium 

2. The development of the discourse and the response of European Catholics to socialism and 
socialist action. 

This section is then divided into four sub-parts, which are closely interconnected and follow on one 
another in a historical progression. 

2.1. The attraction of socialism: theoretical and practical sympathy for ‘true Christian 
communism or socialism’: ca. 1815-1860 

2.2. The turnaround, ca. 1860-1871: ‘La peur du rouge’ 

                                                             
1 See Ockenfels (1992), Friedberger (1978), Euchner et al. (2005) and Langner (1975). 
2 For France there is Chénaux (2009), Biéler (1982), Plongeron (2001) and Poulat (1977) 
3 See for example Duroselle (1951), Misner (1991) and Atkin and Tallett (2003). 
4 Larkin (1985) is old, but very relevant. 
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2.3. Criticism of socialism and growing anti-socialist activity: 1871-1884 

2.4. Towards an anti-socialist ‘international’ as Rome coordinates a campaign of fierce 
anti-socialist activity: 1884-1917 

At the end we discuss some possibilities for further research. 

1. Doctrine: an overview of the statements of the Magisterium 

According to Philippe Chenaux in L'Eglise catholique et le communisme en Europe, the 
Vatican reacted to the Russian Revolution in 1917 in the following way: ‘Le caractère de 
la révolution communist était relativement secondaire. Libéralisme, socialisme, 

communisme, n'était-ce pas là les avatars idéologiques successifs d’un même projet 
subversif qui n’avait d’autre but que de détruire les fondements de l’ordre social 
naturel voulu par Dieu et dont l’Eglise catholique était plus sûr garant?’5 On 17 
December 1923, Father Enrico Rossa, director of the Civiltà cattolica, reacted in the same 
vein when he put the Russian Revolution on a par with the French Revolution. 

These quotations seem to point then to the significant continuity in the Vatican’s 
attitude to socialism and communism. However, the French specialist on Catholic social 
action, Bernard Plongeron in Christianisme et socialismes puts forward a somewhat 
different view.6  He identifies two milestones in the evolution of Vatican thinking: first, 
in 1825, with the publication of Le Nouveau Christianisme of Saint-Simon;  and, second, in 
1910 with the condemnation by the Holy See of Le Sillon, denouncing a Christian 

Democracy that focused on the realization of political and social democracy in a broad 
democratic alliance. Plongeron points, in fact, to the distance between theory and 
action, between doctrine and the affiliated discourse.  

What then was the position of the Magisterium? The answer is perhaps somewhat 
surprising, but in fact the attitude of the Magisterium towards socialism was not so 
varied. What Chenaux seems to suggest is also consistent with our historical findings 
for the long nineteenth century. On the one hand the Holy See did not make this into a 
sharply separate issue - there was no encyclical devoted to socialism; and, on the other, 
it devoted a lot of attention to successively condemning the various ‘isms’ associated 
with modernity and to supporting anti-socialist activity. 

In fact the Holy See put ‘socialism’ - both the doctrine or ideology as well as socialist 
action or practice - under the devil’s banner of modernity. Modernity began with the 
French Revolution, which was seen as a product of the Enlightenment, which in turn, 
was seen to be a result of the Reformation, and thus of baneful Protestantism. Socialism 
was then one of the many ills of modernity, an ideological and cultural chain that 
threatened to unloose man and society from the celestial canopy, and to trample on the 
primacy of Christianity, the church and the pope.7 

The earliest statement of the Holy See on socialism is probably that of Pope Gregory 
XVI in the encyclical Singularis Nos (1834). In it, the pope condemned Paroles d'un 

                                                             
5 Chenaux, L'Eglise catholique et le communisme en Europe (1917-1989), p. 33. 
6 Plongeron, ‘Christianisme et socialismes (1825-1910)’, p. 118 and passim. 
7 Luxmoore and Babiuch, ‘The Catholic Church and Communism, 1789-1989’, 302-312; Ockenfels, 
Katholizismus und Sozialismus in Deutschland im 19. Und 20. Jahrhundert, pp. 9-18 and Langner, 
Katholizismus, konservative Kapitalismuskritik und Frühsozialismus bis 1850, passim. See also Lamberts, Het 
gevecht met Leviathan. Een verhaal over de politieke ordening in Europa, 1815-1965, passim. 
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croyant, the popular work of the French priest Félicité de Lammenais (1782-1854). De 
Lammenais’ ideas were described as dangerously utopian: the flirtation with liberalism, 
the attempt to integrate a social dimension into it, the outspoken sympathy for a kind of 
messianic socialism, and the belief in the power of democracy – all of these ideas were 
unacceptable to Rome. Singularis Nos was a continuation of the encyclical Mirari Vos 

(1832) in which Gregory XVI had already condemned what he saw as the excesses of 
Lamennais’ ideas, that is, freedom of the press, education, association and conscience!  
 
But the most directly negative pronouncement was that of Pius IX in his encyclical Qui 
Pluribus of 1846. In it the pope who - tormented by the liberal Roman revolution, had 

fled to Gaeta - pointed explicitly to communism (the distinction with socialism was not 
made) as an ideology that was going to destroy society. Here, too, a link was made with 
the French and other revolutions and with the by now traditional critique of 
modernity.8  

Bernhard Casper discovered an interesting Roman view in the archives of the 

Secretariat of State in section 43, under the heading ‘Università’. In an 1851 document 
by the authorized congregation of cardinals in which the possibility of re-establishing 
the ‘Università di Arti e Mestiari di Roma’ was raised, the somewhat surprising 
suggestion was made that the medieval guilds, which had been banned by the Le 
Chapelier Law of 1791, be reinstated after the Napoleonic occupation. We should not 
then be surprised by the subsequent plea of Leo XIII in Rerum Novarum (1891) that 
mixed guilds of employers and employees, modelled on the medieval guilds, be set up 
as a solution to the labour question. But even more interesting for our topic here is the 
characterization in the document of communism and socialism as the fruit of monstrous 
theories (‘mostruosi sistemi’). The cardinals unequivocally labelled communism and 
socialism as the dangerous sisters of modern revolutions. In one breath, modern 
freedoms and the illusion of individuality that liberalism advocated were condemned. 
This preparatory document led to the Motu Proprio of Pius IX on 14 May 1852.9  

The rest of the story is well-known. We move from the rejection of all modern –isms in 
Quanta Cura (1864) by Pius IX to the implicit and sometimes very explicit criticisms of 
modernity by the popular Leo XIII, which are sometimes forgotten.... It started when he 
took office in 1878 with Quod Apostoli Muneris and Inscrutabili Dei Consilio in which, 
referring to his predecessor, he thoroughly identified the errors that threatened the 
Church and society. In the same vein were the Rosary encyclical, Supremi Apostolatus 
Officio (1883) and the even more explicit Humanum Genus (1884), which cited Qui 
Pluribus, as well as the 1885 encyclical, Immortali Dei in which the Pope had advocated a 
Christian structure for the modern nation-states. 
 
And so we come to what is most important for our topic, the encyclical Rerum Novarum 
(1891). In this encyclical were first outlined the principles of the social teachings of the 
Church: equitable socio-economic relations; protection for employees and their families; 
the inviolable principle of property; and a plea for the restoration of the corporative 
guild movement. However, the popularity of this often-cited encyclical should not 
make us forget that the document also sharply criticized unbridled capitalism, 

                                                             
8 Harrison, Romantic Catholics. France’s Postrevolutionary Generation in Search of a Modern Faith, pp. 103-148.  
9 Casper, ‘‘Sozialismus’ im sprachgebrauch der Römischen Kurie um 1850‘ , pp. 194-206. 
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condemned Marxism and socialism as dangerous, and warned about the misleading 
theories of historical determinism and dialectical materialism. 
 
Without detracting from the social principles formulated in Rerum Novarum, Leo XIII 
reiterated his criticism of modernity in Permoti Nos (1895) and Graves de Communi Re 
(1901). However, Graves de Communi Re dealt above all with what was for Rome the 
tricky issue of Christian Democracy. The Holy See did not have much difficulty with 
the social dimension of Christian Democracy, as long as it was based on Christian 
principles. But the encyclical especially denounced the political dimension given to the 
concept by some believers: ‘Finally, it must endeavor to preserve in every human 
society the form and the character which God ever impresses on it. It is clear, therefore, 
that there is nothing in common between Social and Christian Democracy. They differ 
from each other as much as the sect of socialism differs from the profession of 
Christianity. Moreover, it would be a crime to distort this name of Christian Democracy 
to politics, for, although democracy, both in its philological and philosophical 
significations, implies popular government, yet in its present application it must be 
employed without any political significance, so as to mean nothing else than this 
beneficent Christian action in behalf of the people.’ The distance taken could not be 
clearer. What was further emphasized, in accordance with the main line that the 
Magisterium stuck to throughout the long nineteenth century, was again the aversion to 
(and hence also the great fear of) a popular revolution : ‘Let there be no question of 
fostering under this name of Christian Democracy any intention of diminishing the 
spirit of obedience, or of withdrawing people from their lawful rulers. Both the natural 
and the Christian law command us to revere those who in their various grades are 
shown above us in the State, and to submit ourselves to their commands.’10 
 
From Leo XIII to Pius X is but a short step. With the condemnation of Le Sillon in 1910 

(mentioned at the beginning of this paper), this pope of theological and philosophical 
anti-modernism (who was also the pope of the Eucharist and devotion) followed the 
line of his predecessor completely. In that sense, Bernard Plongeron’s view touches on 
that of Philippe Chenaux. The question is whether Emiel Lamberts in Het gevecht met 
Leviathan has not got it right by describing the Church’s struggle with modernity while 

being in the midst of modernity as ‘a story about the political organization of Europe, 
1815-1965’ and the question of the position of the Church in this. In fact Emile Poulat hit 
the mark in his book Catholicisme, démocratie et socialisme (1977) when he made the 

difference between the ideas of Christianity on ‘Le royaume de Dieu’ and the vision of 
the Magisterium in the long nineteenth century on the Church as ‘l’empire de l’Eglise.’11 

 
In preparing this paper, we were struck by another thought. You remember Leo XIII in 
Graves de Communi Re (1901) rebuking those Catholics who had too flexible an 
interpretation of the concept of Christian Democracy? This raises a question about the 
distance between theory and practice, about the way in which Catholics dealt with 

                                                             
10 Koch, ‘Een pauselijk katholicisme. Het ultramontanisme in de negentiende eeuw’, pp. 283-296; 
Lamberts, Het gevecht met Leviathan, pp. 273-334; Leo XIII – Graves de Communi Re, last accessed 1 July 

2015 (http://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_18011901_graves-
de-communi-re.html) and Solari, ‘The corporative third way in Social Catholicism (1830 to 1918)’, pp. 87-
113. 
11 Poulat, Catholicisme, démocratie et socialisme, pp. 334-356 and passim. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_18011901_graves-de-communi-re.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_18011901_graves-de-communi-re.html
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socialism in discourse and practice, a topic that we now treat in section two. 
  
 

2. The development of the discourse and the response of European Catholics to 
socialism and socialist action.  

2.1. The attraction of socialism: theoretical and practical sympathy for ‘true Christian 
communism or socialism’: ca. 1815-1860 

After the trauma of the French Revolution and the turbulent times that followed, it took 
some time for the Church to turn again cautiously towards the outside world. Despite 
an upsurge in religious devotion and the zeal for founding religious institutions, little 
attention was given to the plight of the growing army of workers who had been affected 
by the ongoing industrialization. In the 1830s a few pioneers, often priests not 
surprisingly, out of Christian charity began to focus expressly on the problem of 
poverty. Most famous, of course, was the French priest Felicité de Lamennais (1782-
1854). After a period of fervent ultramontanism, he changed course radically around 
1830 and devoted himself to convincing the lower classes through ‘Catholic action’, in 
the belief that ‘L'Evangile ... pousse à l'action, à ... une oeuvre commune.’12 With his radical 
liberal Catholicism expressed in the newly founded L'Avenir and after 1848 also in L'Ere 
nouvelle, Lamennais inspired a group of like-minded people, including Frédéric 

Ozanam (1813-1853) the founder of the poor relief organization, the Saint Vincent de 
Paul Society.13 The later founder of the eponymous congregation of brothers, Maurice 
Maignen (1822-1890), did pioneering work in the slums of Paris and proved to be an 
important link through his influence on the two top men in the Catholic social action 
movement in France, René de la Tour du Pin (1834-1924) and Albert de Mun (1841-
1914).14 The aristocrat Armand de Mélun (1807-1877) also gained a reputation as an 
homme d'oeuvres, and was active internationally at the same time. He was in contact, for 
example, with the famous Belgian liberal Catholic, Edouard Ducpétiaux (1804-1868) and 
the Gesellenvater, Adolph Kolping (1813-1865).15 In Germany, the need for social action 
arose, not surprisingly, in the first industrialized regions in North Rhine-Westphalia, 
where Kolping and the later Bishop of Mainz, Wilhelm Emmanuel von Ketteler (1811-
1877), were working as priests and had set up workers’ associations.16 They were also 
concerned about the social consequences of the growing industrialization and the 
alleviation of poverty, long ‘before [they] realized the political, social and religious 
significance of the industrial proletariat’.17 In the same category is the British cardinal, 

                                                             
12 Cited in Legrand, ‘Deux précurseurs de l’idée sociale catholique en France’, 327 and Atkin and Tallett, 
Priests, Prelates & People, p. 108. 
13 Milbach, ‘Frédéric Ozanam et les catholiques libéraux : affinités et tensions’, pp. 121-136;  Cholvy, 
Frédéric Ozanam. L’engagement d’un intellectuel catholique au XIXe siècle, 237-243 and Legrand, ‘Deux 

précurseurs de l’idée sociale catholique en France’, p. 327. 
14 MacManners, Church and State in France 1870-1914, pp. 81-82. 
15 D’Andigné, Un apôtre de la charité, p. 274; Misner, Social Catholicism in Europe, pp. 99-100 and Duroselle, 
Les débuts du catholicisme social en France 1822-1870, p. 616. 
16 Ritter, Die Katholisch-soziale Bewegung Deutschlands im 19. Jahrhundert und der Volksverein, p. 129 and 
Atkin and Tallett, Priests, Prelates & People, pp. 175-177. 
17 Walker, ‘Bishop Ketteler and Ferdinand Lassalle’, p. 50. 
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Henry Edward Manning (1808-1892) who later and in a totally different context also 
stood up for the workers.18 

These pioneers soon came into contact with the ‘religious socialism’ or ‘early socialism’ 
of Saint-Simon and followers, with whom they shared a common starting point in their 
social concern.19 Sporadically they made negative remarks about what was now 
sometimes interchangeably called 'revolutionism' or 'socialism' or 'communism'.  
Ozanam had already lashed out at the Saint-Simonists in 1831 and in 1848 wrote an 
article for L'Ere nouvelle on ‘Les origines du socialisme’. In this he criticized ‘réuni sous ce 
nom les écoles diverses', both the 'late adherents of paganism’ as well as those who took 

Christian traditions as their starting point and gave them a new twist.20 In Germany the 
February Revolution was also felt with publications such as the ‘Sozialistische 
Revolution als Abfall von Gott’ and Kolping’s similar but typically more field-oriented 
'Religiöse Intoleranz sozialistischer Handwerker-verbindungen'.21 The criticisms fitted 
in with the idea that the overarching problem of the time was 'dechristianization', 
whatever form it took.22 There was certainly no question of a clearly defined enemy. 
Moreover, in the same circles, there was some understanding of the central truth in 
socialism. Both Kolping and Ketteler, for example, made a distinction between the 
infidel and true, Christian communism, which held that all the land belonged to God 
who had given it in usufruct to human beings.23 At the same time there was an 
influential group of dissidents in France, led by Doctor Philippe Buchez, who called 
themselves ‘socialistes chrétiens’ and wanted an answer to the question: ‘comment faire 
pour militer en même temps en faveur du christianisme et de la classe ouvrière’?24 Even after 
1848 Catholics saw little danger in socialism because it was a heterogeneous, elitist 
phenomenon that was difficult to understand – and had not yet become a mass 
movement that posed a threat in the field of social action.25 
 
 
2.2. The turnaround, ca. 1860-1871: ‘La peur du rouge’ 

In the 1860s a new type of socialism came gradually to the fore. Utopian and religious 
socialism gave way to a more scientific but at the same time more revolutionary and 
action-oriented variant. Despite initial setbacks, a socialist movement emerged that 
achieved its first early success with the First International in 1864. This difficult 
progress was reflected in Germany, with the Allgemeine Deutsche Arbeiterverein in 1863 
founded by Ferdinand Lassalle, the famous German socialist and labour leader, and the 
competing Verband Deutscher Arbeitvereine, which joined forces in 1869 to become the 

                                                             
18 de Bernhardt, ‘Le Cardinal Manning. Archevèque de Westminster’, pp. 735-739 and Solari, ‘The 
corporative third way in Social Catholicism (1830 to 1918)’, p. 91. 
19 Solari, ‘The corporative third way in Social Catholicism (1830 to 1918)’, p. 90. 
20 Legrand, ‘Deux précurseurs de l’idée sociale catholique en France’, 327 and Ozanam, Les Origines du 
Socialisme, p. 3. 
21 Ockenfels, Katholizismus und Sozialismus in Deutschland im 19. Und 20. Jahrhundert, pp. 38-40. 
22 Euchner et al., Geschichte der sozialen Ideen in Deutschland, p. 623. 
23 See, for example Adolph Kolping, Christlicher und unchristlicher Kommunismus, 1852/1853. Friedberger, 
Die Geschichte der Sozialismuskritik, passim and Ockenfels, pp. 40-41. 
24 Biéler, Chrétiens et socialistes avant Marx, 49-51 and Plongeron, ‘Christianisme et socialismes (1825-1910)’, 

pp. 126-127. 
25 Stegmann‚ ‘Der Frühsozialismus in katholischen Periodica‘, pp. 155-163; Friedberger, Die Geschichte der 
Sozialismuskritik, p. 42. 
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Sozialdemokratische Arbeiterpartei.26 In other countries such as Belgium (with César de 
Paepe) and France (with Henri Tolain) all sorts of socialist and workers’ groups were 
also experimenting in these years. Around the same time, interest in what was called 
the ‘worker question’ grew in Catholic circles. At the Generalversammlung der deutsche 
Katholiken, or Katholikentage, which had been organized annually since 1848, Ketteler 

gave a lecture in 1863 on ‘Die Arbeiterfrage und das Christenthum’, that formed the 
basis of his eponymous magnum opus to be published the following year. Until then, 
the Katholikentage had hardly ever considered social issues, but from that year on they 
would become a recurring subject of discussion.27  Similar Catholic congresses were 
held in Belgium in 1863, 1864 and 1867, which garnered a lot of international attention 
thanks in part to a controversial talk by Montalembert.28 In the meantime, Ketteler, who 
had been Bishop of Mainz since 1850, had become one of the most influential and well-
known voices on the social question, both in the Catholic world as well as 
internationally. However, social Catholics were in a difficult position: on the one side, 
they were caught between economic liberalism and the conservative movement within 
the Catholic world itself, and on the other side emerging socialism. Ketteler’s 
ambiguous attitude to socialism was a reflection of this difficulty.29 In preparation for 
his work on the workers’ question, he had anonymously asked the socialist leader, 
Lassalle, for information, which was soon made public and sparked controversy. 
However, in the work he finally presented, he expressed a positive opinion about the 
workers' associations of Lassalle and even adopted some of his rhetoric. Ketteler was 
not alone in doing this: Lassalle also inspired the great man of the Austrian ‘christen-
sozialen’ Karl von Vogelsang.30 Much more than the  workers‘ socialism of Lassalle, 
liberalism remained for Ketteler ‘von frühen Mannesjahren bis zum Ende der seines Lebens 
Hauptgegner’.31 That attitude changed only when the attention to and fear of Marx’s 
revolutionary socialism increased, and was evident in his address to Katholikentag in 
Mainz in 1871 on ‘Liberalismus, Socialismus und Christenthum’ in which he put down 
socialism as the dissolute son of liberalism.32 Just four years later, in 1875, he focused 
completely on socialism in his ‘Christenthum und Socialdemokratie’, which was a 
reaction to the unified Social Democratic party and its Gotha programme.33 

 
2.3. Criticism of socialism and growing anti-socialist activity: 1871-1884 

Judging by Ketteler’s publications in the last years of his life, the realization was 
gradually growing at the start of the 1870s that socialism and its movements posed a 
serious threat. The terror of the Paris Commune in 1871 was to a large extent 
responsible for this. Albert de Mun, an aristocrat who had come into contact with 
German social Catholicism during the Franco-Prussian War, only fully realized the 
seriousness of the issue when he was guided around the slums of Paris in the aftermath 
                                                             
26 Friedberger, Die Geschichte der Sozialismuskritik, p. 58. 
27 Friedberger, Die Geschichte der Sozialismuskritik, p. 64. 
28 Lamberts, ‘Catholic Congresses as Amplifiers of International Catholic Opinion’, p. 215. 
29 Friedberger, Die Geschichte der Sozialismuskritik, p. 70. 
30 Friedberger, Die Geschichte der Sozialismuskritik, p. 66. 
31 Karl-Heinz Grenner, Wirtschaftsliberalismusund katholisches Denken, Köln, 1967, p. 211, cited by 
Friedberger, Die Geschichte der Sozialismuskritik, p. 62. 
32 Ockenfels, Katholizismus und Sozialismus in Deutschland im 19. Und 20. Jahrhundert, pp. 52ff. 
33 Mumbauer (ed.), Wilhelm Emmanuel von Kettelers Schriften. Band III: Soziale Schriften und Persönliches, pp. 

167-183 and pp. 242-261. 
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of the Commune by the already mentioned Maurice Maignen. Together with Maignen, 
who was the inspiration behind the workers’ association known as the Cercle 
Montparnasse, Mun set up in Paris and surroundings young working men’s clubs, the 
Cercles des Jeunes Ouvriers, which were united in the Oeuvre de Cercles that he himself 

led. Albert de Mun in a sense typified a new dynamic within the Catholic social 
movement: whereas the pioneers had until now often been priests working in the field, 
the social action that now emerged was initiated by aristocratic ultramontanes who 
wanted to ‘restore’ the ‘social dominion of Christ’. The difference was that their social 
action progressively acquired a more and more explicitly anti-socialist character. In this 
respect, Atkin and Tallett have pointed to 'detailed local studies of the Nord in France, 
Flanders, the Rhineland and Westphalia [which] have illustrated how the Catholic 
workers' associations did much to combat the rising tide of left wing political 
agitation'.34  

At the local and regional level in Germany, Catholic factory owners launched initiatives 
based on the model of the famous northern French factory owner, Léon Harmel (1829-

1915). At heart, these initiatives were motivated by the (justified) fear of socialist 
tendencies toward class struggle emerging among factory workers.35 In the industrial 
city of Ghent in Belgium, the ultramontane architect Arthur Verhaegen (1847-1917) 
convinced the neutral General Union in 1891 to cooperate with a group of Catholic 
associations in a federation with the unmistakeable name, Antisocialistische 
Werkliedenbond (Anti-Socialist Workers’ Union) and the accompanying Het Volk. 
Antisocialistisch Dagblad (The People. Anti-Socialist Newspaper).36 Developments in 
Ghent, which was the cradle of the socialist workers’ movement, could be seen as ‘a 
genuine ideological reaction to the socialists’ or as Verhaegen himself said: ‘We have to 
borrow something from the socialists in Ghent, that is the cooperation they get from a 
well-disciplined army’.37 

At national level also, all sorts of Catholic (workers’) associations and pressure groups 
emerged which increasingly challenged the socialist movement. At the German 
Katholikentage references to socialism mounted from the 1870’s, and after 1890 the most 
important speeches seemed to focus only on the Social Democratic party.38 Also in 1890 
the Volksverein für das katholischen Deutschland was founded, which quickly became the 
ultimate ‘Organ der Sozialismuskritik’.39 In Austria Karl von Vogelsang defended himself 
against the label of ‘state socialist’ by proposing the integration of the working classes 
against the socialist class struggle, while the prominent Monatsschirft für christliche 
Sozialreform also tried to contribute in its own way to the antisocialist case.40 In England 
it was Cardinal Manning himself who understood that genuine social action was 
probably the most effective way to keep workers out of the clutches of the increasingly 
powerful socialist movement. He won the support of dockers by intervening in 
negotiations during a runaway strike.41 In rural and strictly Catholic Ireland the 
                                                             
34 Atkin and Tallett, Priests, Prelates & People, p. 177. 
35 Ritter, Die Katholisch-soziale Bewegung Deutschlands im 19. Jahrhundert und der Volksverein, p. 129. 
36 De Maeyer, Arthur Verhaegen (1847-1917) De Rode Baron, pp. 234ff. 
37 Cited by Strikwerda, ‘The Divided Class. Catholics vs. Socialists in Belgium, 1880-1914’, pp. 349-350. 
38 Morsey, ‘Streiflichter zur Geschichte der deutschen Katholikentage 1848-1932’, pp. 17-18 and 
Friedberger, Die Geschichte der Sozialismuskritik, pp. 112-113 and 165-167. 
39 Friedberger, Die Geschichte der Sozialismuskritik, p. 155. 
40 Friedberger, Die Geschichte der Sozialismuskritik, pp. 106-107. 
41 Misner, Social Catholicism in Europe, pp. 191-192. 
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conservative church hierarchy was pitted against a small socialist labour movement, 
whose members were often themselves practising Catholics. However, the Church’s 
hysterical preaching against socialism appeared to be less effective than was its attempt 
to establish a workers’ union just before the First World War, even though it did not last 
long.42 On the accession of the new pope Pius X in 1903, Catholics in France started their 
own version of the German Katholikentage, the Semaines Sociales. In line with the new 
papal policy, these mass events stood for ‘résolument le renforcement de l’aspect religieux 
dans l’action sociale’.43  However, an anti-socialist aim was clearly included here: ‘on 
pense le détourner du socialisme … par un mouvement populaire’.44  

Given that the Socialists were attempting to anchor their support in political parties and 
elsewhere, some voices in Catholic social circles also called for the politicization of their 
anti-socialist action. In Germany, the Catholic Zentrumspartei, which had been founded 
in 1870, was the best example of this; this was especially evident after the German 
Social Democrats gained a massive following, paradoxically thanks to Bismarck's anti-
socialist legislation at the end of the 1870s.  In Belgium, the Volksbond, the national 

federation of Catholic associations founded by Arthur Verhaegen, demanded the right 
to put their own candidates on the lists for the conservative Catholic party. Moreover, 
social Catholics were also gradually being passed on the left by the more radical 
Christian Democrats, who wanted to transform social action into political results. 
France and Italy each had its own difficulties, with, respectively, the problem of the 
Ralliement and the issue of the boycott of the Italian state, but there too Christian 
Democracy gained ground around the turn of the century.45 At about the same time, 
prominent social Catholics like Arthur Verhaegen in Belgium, as well as Albert de Mun 
in France, gradually lost influence to younger figures in the political or trade union 
movements of Christian Democracy. More even than the Catholic social movement, the 
Christian Democrats challenged the conservative guard within the Catholic party and 
had a more pronounced affinity with democratic socialism than with the social 
Catholics led by former ultramontanes.46 
 
2.4. Towards an anti-socialist ‘international’ as Rome coordinates a campaign of fierce 
anti-socialist activity: 1884-1917 

Meanwhile, the founders who fought in the national associations for social reforms but 
were opposed to socialism also played a role on the international stage. A modest 
European intellectual space for exchanges, observation visits and international 
conferences already existed. From the 1850s on, the German and French schools 
influenced each other, first with contacts between pioneers such as Adolph Kolping and 
Armand de Melun and later René de la Tour du Pin, who was an important link 
between the French and the Austrians of Vogelsang, himself a disciple of Ketteler.47 In 
this way, a network of aristocratic ultramontanes evolved in the 1870s, each of whom in 
his own way was a national figure in Catholic action. Between 1883 and 1893 they came 
together annually in the so-called Union of Fribourg (officially, the Union sociale 

                                                             
42 Larkin, ‘Socialism and Catholicism in Ireland’, p. 85. 
43 Lamberts, ‘Introduction. Les Semaines Sociales hors de France’, p. 342. 
44 Boyer-Bastier, ‘1904 : Naissance des Semaines Sociales de France’, p.42 
45 Misner, Social Catholicism in Europe, pp. 240-261 and MacManners, Church and State in France 1870-1914, 

pp. 94-103. 
46 Misner, Social Catholicism in Europe, p. 5. 
47 Solari, 'The corporative third way in Social Catholicism (1830 to 1918)', p. 99. 
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d'études catholiques et économiques), under the auspices of the Swiss cardinal, Mermillod. 
Both the starting point and the objectives of the Union were clearly inspired by 
opposition to socialism: ‘Le monde marche à une gigantesque transformation sociale. Elle se 
fera suivant la doctrine socialiste ou la doctrine chrétienne, aujourd’hui les socialistes ont une 
doctrine et c’est ce qui fait leur force ; il faut que les catholiques soient aussi des hommes de 
doctrine. … Nous avons compris que le libéralisme a fourni sa carrière hérétique, nous avons vu 
que l’avenir serait au socialisme si Dieu laissait périr la société; mais nous croyons fermement 
que l’avenir est à la restauration chrétienne’.48 It was therefore necessary to regain the 
workers who had been lost to socialism, because ‘[ils] ne sont pas des ennemis mais des 

exilés de la vérité’.49 In the Union of Fribourg and elsewhere it was clear that Ketteler, 

posthumously, had become the most important international reference point, especially 
in the aftermath of Rerum Novarum, in which he was afterwards considered to have 
played a major role.50 

In the battle for the worker – which was becoming more and more an electoral battle - 
the Catholics made use of strongly anti-socialist rhetoric. Socialism was caricatured as a 
rather homogeneous, revolutionary, violent block, which perpetuated the anti-Catholic 
traditions of the French Revolution and the Paris Commune. The irony was that 
socialism at that time was itself being confronted with important issues (Revolution or 
reform? trade unionism and mutualism, or anarchy?) and was anything but a 
homogenous block.51 Like the socialists, the Catholics spread propaganda through good 
use of mass media such as newspapers, pamphlets, posters, notices, meetings and 
demonstrations.52 While hardly any attention had been given in the first half of the 
nineteenth century to the work of the early socialists and even Marx would not be 
discovered for a long time, the work of socialists and communists was now widely 
distributed and commented on by Catholic institutions.53 They made clever use of 
revolutionary texts which, according to the Catholics, presented ‘the’ international 

socialism, but which could considerably embarrass the reformism of national socialist 
movements. So, Catholic members of parliament furiously remonstrated against the 
socialist demand for the abolition of property, while Belgian socialists were no longer 
eager to defend it. 54 

Hidden behind the anti-socialist rhetoric, however, was a much more complex reality. 
The intersection of democratization, unionization and modernization at the beginning 
of the twentieth century had created a more convoluted situation and had led to serious 
internal conflicts in the discussion on the response to socialism, such as disagreement 
about the attitude to be taken to the emerging Christian democracy. In the UK there 
was a large discrepancy between the fierce anti-socialist attacks of the Irish episcopate, 

                                                             
48 Fribourg, Bibliothèque  Cantonal et Universitaire de Fribourg, H35 62 4° : Procès-verbaux de la IIIme 
Conférence annuelle réunie à Fribourg/Suisse/les 10, 11, 12 et 13 Octobre 1886. 
49 Idem. 
50 Misner, Social Catholicism in Europe, p. 136. For example, in Ireland when the social question appeared 

on the Catholic agenda in 1912, it was also introduced at the English National Catholic Congress of 1913, 
see Larkin, ‘Socialism and Catholicism in Ireland’, p. 78. 
51 Atkin and Tallett, Priests, Prelates & People, p. 173. 
52 Friedberger, Die Geschichte der Sozialismuskritik, p. 127 
53 Stegmann,‘Der Frühsozialismus in katholischen Periodica‘, p. 163 and Brandl, ‘Deutsche Katholische 
Stimmen zu Sozialismus und Kommunismus, zur Sozialen Lage und Industrialisierung bis 1850‘, p. 193. 
54 See for example the debates in Belgium about the budget for the Ministry of Labour in 1904: Chamber 
of Representatives, Parliamentary Proceedings 15 April 1904, pp. 1267-1269, 20 April 1904, pp. 1323-1347. 
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where socialism was nevertheless ‘only a phantom’, and the response of their Roman 
Catholic colleagues in Britain.55 The English bishops realized the situation in the large 
industrial cities was lost and had already resigned themselves to the 'new socialism' of 
the social democratic Labour Party.56 Indicative of that conciliar attitude was the 
influence of the Catholic Socialist Society, established in 1906, which accepted only 
practising Catholics.57 The position of the Christian workers' movement in Belgium, 
where anti-socialism was having its heyday, was ambiguous in another way. Although 
the Ghent Anti-socialist Workers’ Union had a crystal clear name, behind the scenes 
they often had informal consultations with the socialists about strikes and other actions. 
In some cases, the enemy was an ally. That union reflex put them in a difficult position: 
in order to win support among the workers, the Christian workers' associations had to 
distance themselves from the conservative Catholic establishment, while at the same 
time being dependent on it for power within the Catholic party. Ironically, in that way 
the Christian workers’ union indirectly fuelled class consciousness, something that gave 
ammunition to the conservative wing in their resistance and increased the odds of an 
official reprimand from the Church hierarchy or even the pope, as had happened to the 
Belgian Christian Democratic priest Antoine Pottier (1849-1923). Statements like those 
of the Mun must be seen in this light: ‘Non, non nous ne sommes pas et ne serons jamais des 
socialistes!’58 

 

Conclusion and some perspectives for further research 

What this brief sketch above all teaches is that the relationship between ‘the’ socialism 
and ‘the’ Catholicism is a complex question that depends on specific national contexts 
and developments. It is further complicated by the heterogeneity and evolution of both 
movements throughout time. Still, some concluding remarks seem appropriate. Anti-
socialist action within Catholicism seemed mostly a matter of reaction. Socialism caused 
little stir in the Catholic world as long as it was promoted by elitist utopians who were 
considered to be mistaken in their ‘Christianity’, but was really considered dangerous 
only when it became clear that it would become a mass movement in an industrial 
context. Then attempts were made to counter the socialist mass movement, with the 
church’s own ‘turn to the people’, which built on the pioneering work of Catholic social 
action.59 That turn was reflected not only in a broad labour movement (mutualism, 
trade unions, socio-cultural associations), but also in political autonomy. Paradoxically 
enough, anti-socialist action came mainly from Catholic social action groups, although 
the conservative wing was perhaps even more opposed to socialism on a doctrinaire 
level. In a memorandum to Pope Gregory XVI in 1832, Lamennais had stated that 
Catholicism had to choose between an alliance with the throne or with the people.60 It 
chose the throne. But just as the Union of Fribourg knew all too well, fifty years later 
there was not a choice any more: only an alliance with the people could save 

                                                             
55 Larkin, ‘Socialism and Catholicism in Ireland’, p. 77 and p. 88. 
56 Plongeron, ‘Christianisme et socialismes (1825-1910)’, pp. 136-138 
57 Larkin, ‘Socialism and Catholicism in Ireland’, p. 80-83. 
58 de Mun, Discours du comte Albert de Mun, p. 299. 
59 Lamberts, Een kantelend tijdperk: de wending van de Kerk naar het volk in Noord-West Europa 1890-1910, 
passim. 
60 Brandl, ‘Deutsche Katholische Stimmen zu Sozialismus und Kommunismus‘, p. 170. 
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Catholicism in its fight against socialism.61 
 
 

 

Some avenues for future research? 

 It would be interesting to trace and compare the anti-socialist discourse: 
what is specific to particular countries, what is trans-national, and why? The 
importance of transnational networks? Systematically identify the 
perceptions of big socialist events in contemporary records? 
 
 A limited survey of source materials (eg. Fribourg) seems to suggest that 
social action was very strategic. To what extent was it a strategic choice, to 
what extent did the doctrine (with a neo-Thomist slant) follow the change of 
course towards the people and the voters?  
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